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REFLECTIONS  ON  AUTHORITY  AND  POWER 

"By  what  authority  are  you  doing  these  things 3 
or  who  gave  you  this  authority   to  do  them?" 

Mark   11:28 


If  Americans  were  polled  today  on  the  question, 
What  words  in  the  English  language  do  you  most  dislike?, 
I  have  an  idea  that  the  word  "authority"  would  make  a 
strong  showing.   The  word  and  what  it  represents  has  a 
way  of  annoying  us .   It  suggests  regulation  and  control. 
It  appears  to  oppose  freedom.   No  matter  how  softly 
spoken,  it  carries  the  force  of  law  and  the  weight  of 
the  establishment. 

When  we  clash  with  authority  we  are  likely  to 
respond  with  such  utterances  as:   Who  said  so?  You 
can't  make  me.   What  if  I  don't?  Who  do  you  think  you 
are?  Why  don't  you  leave  me  alone?  Authority.   Have 
you  never  wished  to  defy  authority?  —  to  stick  a 
banana  in  the  refrigerator,  to  bend,  fold,  staple  and 
punch  that  bill  that  was  spawned  in  a  computer,  to 
write  below  that  line,  to  include  the  other  portion 
with  your  check,  to  fill  in  the  blank  marked,  "For 
Official  Use  Only?"  Authority. 


But  our  need  for  authority  is  here  to  stay.   The 
question  is  not  whether  but  which?  Without  an  orderly 
flow  of  authority  Genesis  I  would  be  reversed  and 
creation  would  degenerate  into  chaos.   This  is  true  of 
government,  of  business,  of  the  home,  of  individual 
life.   Contrary  to  what  the  sons  and  daughters  of 
Jacques  Rousseau  would  have  us  believe,  we  human  beings 
need  forms  of  governance,  enforceable  standards  of 
performance,  (don't  you  wish  auto  mechanics  were 
licensed?),  protection  against  unwarranted  actions. 

Authority  is  not  all  bad.   Not  even  mostly  bad. 
When  we  go  to  the  doctor  we  appreciate  the  authority 
that  certified  her  competence.   The  absence  of  paren- 
tal authority  is  a  worse  state  of  affairs  than  that 


where  authority  is  expressed.   It's  my  belief  that 
children  do  not  really  hate  authority,   they  are  simply 
looking  for  one  that  they  can  respect!   A  youngster  once 
remarked  on  a  summer  afternoon,  "I  don't  like  mowing 
the  lawn,  but  I  like  having  to."  Authority. 

Something  indispensable  and  solid  is  communicated 
in  the  marriage  service  when,  toward  the  end,  the 
minister  says,  "By  the  authority  committed  unto  me  as  a 
minister  of  the  church  of  Christ,  I  declare  that  Thomas 
and  Helen  are  now  husband  and  wife  according  to  the 
ordinance  of  God  and  the  law  of  the  state."  Authority. 

The  aim  is  never  to  dissolve  authority  but  to 
humanize  and  otherwise  improve  it.   The  Book  of  Judges 
ends  with  the  onimous  statement,  "Every  man  did  that 
which  was  right  in  his  own  eyes."  (21:25) 


We  can  learn  a.  valuable  lesson  about  authority  by 
looking  to  the  life  of  Jesus .   Jesus  made  an  impressive 
impact  on  his  hearers.   He  was  not  an  official  rabbi. 
His  ministry  was  not  in  any  way  sanctioned  by  the 
establishment.   Indeed,  he  lacked  all  of  the  customary 
credentials  of  the  itinerant  teacher.   Yet,  and  a  big 
yet  it  is,  Jesus  generated  conviction  and  exerted 
unparalleled  influence  over  others.  John  remarks  in  his 
Gospel  that  at  one  point  it  appeared  that  the  world  had 
gone  after  him.   (John  12:19)   Recall  the  occasion  when 
the  authorities  wanted  Jesus  done  away  with.   They 
asked  the  officers  to  arrest  him.   "But,"  says  John, 
"the  officers  went  back  to  the  chief  priests  and 
Pharisees  who  said  to  them,  'Why  did  you  not  bring 
him?'  And  the  officers  answered,  'No  man  ever  spoke 
like  this  man'"  (John  7:45-46)   His  enemies  were  frus- 
trated, "for,"  says  Luke,  "all  the  people  were  very 
attentive  to  him."   (Luke  19:48)   Or,  as  another 
translation  has  it,  "All  the  people  hung  on  his  words." 

This  phenomenon  is  summed  up  aptly  in  the  words 
with  which  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  concludes,  at  least 
in  Matthew's  version:  "And  when  Jesus  finished  these 
sayings,  the  crowds  were  astonished  at  his  teaching, 
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for  he  taught  them  as  one  who  had  authority,  and  not 
as  their  scribes."   (Mat.  7:28) 

Whence  came  this  authority?  Wasn't  this  the 
carpenter's  son?   Did  he  not  hail  from  Nazareth?   The 
question  was  put  to  him  directly,  "By  what  authority 
are  you  doing  these  things ,  or  who  gave  you  this 
authority  to  do  them?"   This  question  is  ever  asked  by 
the  representatives  of  established  order  and  custom  of 
disruptive  intruders.   "By  what  authority  are  you  doin£ 
these  things?" 

Surely,  Jesus'  authority  was  not  in  his  voice  or 
any  other  physical  property  —  no  matter  what  tele- 
vision or  Hollywood  may  say  to  the  contrary!   There 
is  nothing  in  the  record  to  suggest  that  Jesus  had 
remarkable  diction  or  projection.   He  was  no  Demos- 
thenes . 

And  just  as  surely,  his  authority  was  not  in  his 
teachings  per  se .   Most  of  what  he  said  had  been  said 
before.  We  must  credit  him  with  choosing  and  combining 
But  very  little  in  what  Jesus  taught  could  be  said  to 
be  startlingly  new. 

The  authority  of  Jesus  lay  in  the  fact  that  what 
he  said  had  the  full  backing  of  his  life0   Duncan 
Derrett,  in  a  new  book  which  1  commend  to  you,  Jesus 's 
Audience ,  points  out  that  "Normally  scholars  quoted 
and  cited  their  teachers  and  their  teacher's  teachers. 
(That  was  their  authority.)   To  base  one's  teachings 
directly  upon  scripture  was  always  possible  but  it 
sounded  odd,  impressive  perhaps,  but  idiosyncratic. "J. 
Jesus  didn't  cite  his  teachers;  "Verily,  verily  I 
say  unto  you."   (John  1:51) 

My  friends,  what  we  have  in  Jesus  is  the  most 
vivid  illustration  possible  of  the  power  of  lived 
truth.   He  lived  the  faith,  the  hope,  the  love  he 
taught.   He  said  many  of  the  same  things  that  had  been 
said  before  but  when  he  said  them  they  sounded  differ- 
ent.  They  carried  weight  and  they  stuck.   A  silent 
movie  of  Jesus'  life  would  carry  more  conviction  than 
a  recording  of  his  words.  He  was  a  bearer  of  power. 
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As  John  so  triumphatly  put  it,  "His  life  was  the  light 
of  men."   (John  1:4) 


At  this  point  it  would  be  helpful  to  recognize  the 
New  Testament  distinction  between  authority  and  power . 
They  are  not  the  same.   The  word  "exousia"  is  the  word 
for  authority  in  the  New  Testament.   The  word  for  power 
is  "dunamis."  Authority  means  "official  right."  Who 
gave  you  the  official  right  to  do  these  things?  Power 
has  to  do  with  "personal  force."  Authority  is  con- 
ferred, power  is  innate.   Authority  is  extrinsic, 
power  is  intrinsic.   Authority  compels,  power  attracts. 
Authority  is  in  the  office,  power  in  the  person.   Jesus 
had  both  authority  and  power.   And  he  endowed  his 
disciples  with  both.   For,  notes  Luke,  "He  called  the 
twelve  together  and  gave  them  power  and  authority 
over  all  devils  and  to  cure  diseases."   (Luke  9:1) 

Archbishop  Benson  made  a  telling  point  when  he 
observed  that  "what  was  wrong  with  the  church  in  so 
many  instances  was  that  the  men  and  women  who  pos- 
sessed the  authority  had  not  the  power,  and  that  the 
men  and  women  who  possessed  the  power  had  not  the 
authority."  _2   Power  and  authority.   Where  these 
coincide  you  have  leadership  that  makes  a   difference  — 
whether  in  business,  home,  state,  or  church. 


This  truth  has  obvious  relevance  for  us  today 
because  in  a  few  minutes  hence  we  will  be  installing 
our  newly  elected  officers.   The  very  act  of  installa- 
tion is  a  reminder  of  authority  and  power.   It  reminds 
us  that  we  are  an  organization  as  well  as  an  organism, 
an  institution  as  well  as  a  family.   However  disappoint- 
ing it  may  be  to  some  of  our  moderns,  the  Bible  does 
not  apologize  for  organization.   Moses  was  in  an 
administrative  mess  in  the  wilderness  until  he  got 
himself  organized.   (With  the  help  of  his  father-in- 
law  of  all  people!)   Jesus  was  careful  to  choose 
twelve  and  even  more  careful  to  send  them  out  two  by 
two.   This  is  organization.   The  first  action  of  the 
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early  church  was  a  political  action:   they  met  to  see 
who  would  replace  Judas  in  the  twelve .   The  epistles 
of  the  New  Testament  spend  a  fair  amount  of  time 
talking  about  the  governance  of  the  church,   Let  no 
one  be  so  spiritual  as  to  live  above  the  need  for 
governance . 

There  are  three  kinds  of  governance  possible  to 
the  church.   There  is  the  Episcopal  form  in  which 
power  flows  down  from  the  hierarchy.   There  is  the 
Congregational  kind  (practiced  in  this  church)  where 
power  resides  primarily  in  the  people.   There  is 
Reformed  polity  in  which  the  power  of  the  people  is 
delegated  to  elected  representatives.   The  odd  thing 
is  that  all  three  systems  find  support  in  the  New 
Testament.   Some  flexibility  was  anticipated. 

Our  government  is  in  the  congregational  tradition. 
The  brunt  of  our  administration  is  borne  by  Deacons 
and  Trustees .   But  the  form  of  government  is  not  nearly 
so  important  as  the  people  who  serve  within  it.   .  _  - 
Authority  without  power  is  barren  and  unconvincing 
whether  it  be  in  the  White  House,  in  Albany,  or  the 
church.   Remember  the  Scribes:   They  had  authority 
but  no  power. 

My  heart  goes  out  to  Moses  each  time  I  think  of 
him  coming  down  the  mountain  with  the  law  in  his  hands. 
Not  exactly  the  most  pleasant  information  to  communi- 
cate. He  was  going  to  tell  his  people  that  they  had 
to  knock  off  their  adultery,  stop  telling  lies,  start 
taking  the  Sabbath  more  seriously,  etc.   The  closer  he 
got  to  ground  level  the  more  he  wondered  who  he  would 
say  had  sent  him.   He  was  worried  about  being  authen- 
ticated.  But  when  he  got  to  the  flats  below  we  are 
told  that  "the  skin  of  Moses'  face  shone  and  he  knew 
not  that  it  shone."   (Ex.  34:29)   That  was  his  power: 
He  had  been  with  God! 

I  came  upon  a  stunning  paraphrase  of  a  familiar 
passage  just  this  week:   II  Timothy  2:1-5.   In  the  King 
James  version  it  begins,  "In  the  last  days  perilous 
times  shall  come."   Listen  to  the  way  in  which  Walter 
Lock  expresses  it:   "But  things  are  not  yet  at  their 


-  5  - 


worst:   we  have  been  warned  that,  as  the  last  days 
approach,  there  will  be  moments  very  difficult  to  face. 
Men's  affections  will  be  set  not  on  God,  but  on  self, 
on  money,  and  on  pleasure.   This  will  make  them 
braggarts  about  what  they  have,  overbearing  to  those 
who  have  not,  quick  to  rail  both  at  God  and  man,  dis- 
obedient to  parents,  with  no  sense  of  gratitude  to 
any,  no  respect  for  divine  things  or  for  human 
affection,  implacable  when  offended,  ready  to  speak 
evil  of  others,  with  no  control  over  their  own 
passions,  no  human  tenderness,  no  love  for  what  is 
good  or  for  those  who  are  good,  quite  ready  to  betray 
their  brethren,  reckless  in  speech  and  action,  con- 
ceited and  puffed  up.   They  will  have  all  the  externals 
of  religion,  but  have  long  set  at  defiance  its  power 
over  their  lives."  3^  That  last  is  Lock's  rendering  of 
the  King  James  statement,  "having  a  form  of  godliness, 
but  denying  the  power  thereof."   "They  will  have  all 
the  externals  of  religion,  but  have  long  set  at 
defiance  its  power  over  their  lives." 

These  officers  have  a  claim  upon  our  prayers  and 
they  are  entitled  by  virtue  of  their  authority  to  our 
respect.   Some  years  ago  in  a  church  that  I  was 
serving  we  had  a  midweek  annual  meeting  at  which  a 
particular  woman  was  to  be  elected  to  the  office  of 
Deacon.   There  was  no  competition  in  the  election.   It 
was  a  matter  of  form,  and  she  was  duly  elected.   When 
she  got  home,  lo  and  behold,  she  found  her  husband  in 
bed  fully  clothed.  He  had  on  his  Sunday  suit,  a 
shirt  and  tie,  and  his  best  shoes.   In  utter  disbelief 
she  said  to  him,  "George,  what  in  the  world  is  happen- 
ing to  you?"   "Well,"  he  said,  "I  never  slept  with  a 
Deacon  before  and  I  didn't  know  what  to  do."   It  is  a 
bit  awesome,  and  rightly  so! 

But  I  say  to  these  Trustees  and  Deacons,  you  have 
the  authority,  whether  you  will  have  the  power  is  up 
to  you.   In  a  moment  a  question  will  be  propounded  to 
the  congregation:  "Will  you  follow  these  men  and 
women  so  far  as  you  see  them  follow  Christ?"  When  it 
is  visible  to  us  that  you  are  following  him,  we  will 
joyfully  follow  you.   Reorganization  is  of  small  avail 
unless  the  office  bearers  within  the  new  structure 
posses  both  authority  and  power. 
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You  ask,  What  is  this  power?  Basically,  it  is 
the  power  of  love  -  a  love  like  God's.   God's  power  is 
not  the  power  of  a  jet  engine.   It  is  more  like  the 
power  of  a  mother's  love.   This  love,  especially  as 
Jesus  expressed  it,  is  an  innovative  and  imaginative 
kind  of  love.   We  will  ask  you  shortly,  "Do  you  promise 
to  fulfill  your  office  with  faithful  and  imaginative 
service?"  Power  that  is  not  imaginative  becomes 
merely  custodial  and  eventually  resented. 

Thomas  Aquinas  used  to  call  love  'ecstatic' 
because  it  does, so  to  speak,  "go  out  and  live  in  what 
it  loves."  _4  That's  power.   John  Taylor,  speaking  of 
the  Holy  Spirit  as  the  Comforter,  said  that  "The 
coming  of  the  Holy  Spirit  is  more  likely  to  be  associ- 
ated with  those  extravagant  experiences  which  the 
ancient  writers  linked  with  Dionysus  (that  is  'a 
resurgency  of  ecstasy,'  even  of  irrationality)  rather 
than  the  reasonable  elegance  of  Apollo."  5_ 

What  people  are  asking  the  church  is  this:   Do 
you  really  use  what  you  sell?   That  question  comes 
across  my  mind  as  I  watch  television.   Does  Bette 
Davis  really  drink  that  substitute  for  orange  juice? 
Does  Arlene  Francis  really  take  Bufferin?   Does  Willie 
Joe  Namath  really  pop  his  own  corn  at  home?   Does 
Hank  Aaron  really  own  a  Magnovox  T.V.?   Do  those  folks 
up  there  at  Riverside  really  live  on  and  in  the  truth 
that  they  profess?  How  we  answer  that  will  determine 
not  our  authority  but  our  power. 

Fiction  writing  will  never  be  extinct  so  long  as 
denominational  statistics  are  published  every  year. 
One  should  never  take  them  seriously.   I  suppose  we 
have  to  know  how  many  members  were  received  across  the 
country.  How  many  were  dismissed.   How  much  money  was 
raised.   What  the  net  membership  is.   But  what  I'm 
talking  about  today  can  never  surface  in  statistics. 
I'm  talking  about  soul  force .   I'm  talking  about  what 
a.  church  is  enduring,  what  it  is  resisting,  what  it 
is  achieving,  the  radius  of  its  sway. 
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"By  what  authority  are  you  doing  these  things?   Or 
who  gave  you  this  authority  to  do  them?"   Mr.  Police- 
man, you  have  your  badge,  that  is  your  authority. 
Whether  you  have   aower   on   the  street  is  up  to  you. 
Mothers  and  fathers,  you  have  your  parenthood,  that 
is  your  authority.   Whether  you  have  power  in  the  home 
is  up  to  you.   Your  honors  on  the  bench,  you  have  your 
robe  and  gavel,  that  is  your  authority.   Whether  you 
have  power  in  the  courtroom  is  up  to  you.   School 
teachers,  you  have  your  room  and  desk  and  roll  book. 
That  is  your  authority.   Whether  you  have  power  with 
your  students  is  up  to  you.   Incoming  Deacons  and 
Trustees,  your  election  has  been  certified  and  pub- 
lished.  That  is  your  authority.   Whether  you  have 
power  in  this  church  is  up  to  you. 

Authority  and  power,  official  right  and  personal 
force  —  when  they  meet  in  the  same  person  anything 
can  happen.   Lord,  do  it  here! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


0  Thou  who  art  more  willing  to  clothe 
us  with  power  than  are  we  to  receive 

the  sames 
lift  our  sights    lest  we  go  on  under-living 
our  potential. 
Let  Thy   love  find  us  willing  conduits 
through  which   to  reach  a  nervous, 
anxious _,   hate- filled  world. 
To  Thine  everlasting  praise. 

Through  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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